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Historic Site, Christiansied, St., Croix, Virgin
Islands.

Covernment of the Virgin Tslands,

Christiansted Library

Christiansted, ag the chiel port of 5%, Croix,

was an important trading center in the 18th and
19th centuries; 1t exported large gquantities of
sugar, rum, and molasseg. This building, which
was the Christisnsted Customs House from the 1760's
to 1878, was therefore of considerable importance’
to the economic life of the commnity, and ls now
preserved as part of the Christiansted National
Historic Site. '

. EABT I,  HISTORICAL, INFORMATTON

A+ Physical History

T 1. Original and subsequent owners: Government of the
Danish Wesi Indies to 1917. Government of the Virgin
Islands since,

2. Dates of erection and architects: Part of the ground
floor of the building dates wack to 1751-52. The re=-
mainder of the ground floor bpuilt 1805, Fr. von Meley,
architect. Second story built 1828-30, Johames von
Magens, architect; subsequently modiflied 1840-42,
Albert L8vmand, architect.

B. Supplemental Material: The history of this building has been
studied in detail by National Park Service Historlan Ierbert
Olsen, primarily through documentary material in. the Danish
and American National Archives, The following information
on the building has been extracied from his Historig
Structures Beport, Part I, library Building (01d Danish

Customs House and Post Offiecs),august 1961, copies at

Virgin Isiands National Park Headquarters, St. Thomas,
and Fastern Office, Division of Design and Construetion,
.) Mational Park Service, 143 Scuth Third Street, Philadelphia:
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SYNOPSIS OF GENERaL HISTORY

1734~38 Sometime during this era, a one story, half~timbered ware-

1742

1751

175152

1765

1768

1798-99

1802

1805

house measuring about 50 feet by 20 feet was erected in the
wharf area of Christiansted by the Danish West India and
Guinea Company.

4 two story, half-timbered, shingled house was built next
40 the warehouse as a residence for the bookkesper of the
Danigh West India and Guinea Company.

The Privy Council of 3t. Croiyx decided 1o remove the seecond
floor of the bookkeeper's house and to enlarge the ground
floor in masonry.

A new house was constructed for the bookkseper next to the
warehouse. Reecords indicate that It was one gtory high;
was built of "Bermudes Steen', a form of sandstone imported
rom Bermuda; had a shingled roof; measured approximately
42 feet by 19 feet eyxternally; and had several buildings.

The Governor General of the Danish West Indies and the Privy
Council of S%. Croix propoged to the Danish State Government
that a new customs house be built to replace the existing.
and dilapidated one, This ig the first time that the "book-
kecper's" regidence ig referred to ag the Ycustoms house™.

The Danish State Government approved the construction of a
new customs house in Christiansted. However, even though
materials for ite conotructlon were bought in 1769, it was

"never built.

An arcade having six brick pillars was added ©0 the north
gide of the customs houss, thereby increasing ground floor
dimensions to 42 feet by 29 feet. A new shingled rcof with
one large and four small dormers facing nerih-gouth wag laid
on the building. Other renovations, including an exterior
stairway and platform to the sscond lloor, increased altera-
tion costs te 4,400 Rigsdalers.

ifforte to repair the old warehouse proved fruitless when
it collapsed, and the btuilding was completely torn domm and
pemoved from the site.

- & néw warchouse matching the customs house in design wis buill

next to the cuslomg house by Thomas and John Aylmer at & cost
of 8,500 Rigsdalers. The customs house was reshingled and.

the platform of the exterior stairway was al tered to conform

to that of the new warehouse.
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1823 The wooden second story of the cusvoms house was reported
to be in danger of {alling dowvm. The colenlul government
submitted a request to the homs governmenl lor auvthorigzation
to rebuild the second story in berick.

1828-22 Customs Treasurer Tegtmann was awarded a contract to rebuild
the second story of the customs house for the sum of $%,625
Danigh ¥ st Indiss currency. The woodcn sacond siories of
both the eusioms house and the adjoining warchouse were re-
moved. 4 new brick second story measuring about 60 feet by
30 feet by 14 feet, with parapet, was crected. A flat brick
roof was lald over the remaining one story arca of the ware
house, which was also somewhat shoriened and squared off in
the process. Although not included in the original plans
and coniract, an extension of about 26 feet by 10 feet was
built on the north side of the customs heouss, and access
to the second story was provided by means of a stairway
erected on the cast side of this extension,

1840-42 The colonial govermment decided to convert the second floor
of the customs house from a residence for the customs treasurer
into offices for the customs service. The exterior stairway
on the east side of the northern extension of the building
was torn down and replaced by the existing stairway on the
north side of the exisnsion, The remaining one story sec-
tion of the 1805 warchcuse was torn down and removed. #11
outbuildings and enclosures around the customs house were
torn down. Sunshades were erscted on the cast, south, and
west sides of the bullding, and a picket fence was put up
between the wooden supports of the suncshades,

1847 4 new flai brick roof was laid on the building by Carpenter
G. Meyer, and interior finishes in the second story were
completely redone because of water damage.

1902-03 Scometime during this period, a sloping corrugated metal roof
was laid over the existing fiat brick roof, and the height
of the parspetl was consequently doubled to hide the altera-
tien.

1926~27 The post office moved to other quarters, and the building
was converied into a library.

GENERAL CONSTRUCTION DATA

Building Inspector von Meley submitted the requested plans and: -
estimates for a new warchouse to the colonial govermment in April '
1803, and they were sent to the home government for approval.. -How-
ever, the home government refused to approve the plans because they
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. called for an expenditure of 9,708 rigsdalers, which wes thought to
De exceggive. Von Meley was called upon to prepare a new set of
plans and specifications for the warchouse, therefore, and this time
thay were approved by the home goverament at an estimated cost of
7,926 rigsdalers., The contraci for the construction of the building
was subgsequently awarded to Thomas and John Aylmer on April 17, 1805,
Tor the sum of 7,000 rigsdalers.

Comparison of von Meley's plang of 1803 and 1304 indicate that
he achieved the cost reduction in his second. set of plans and esti-~
mates primarily by eliminating dormers {rom the roof of the ware-
house., However, while the bullding was under congtruction, the
customs inspector and the broker, who were to cccupy the attic offices,
objected to the lack of dormers on the grounds bthat their offices
would be unbearably hot. These officials agreed to pay 1,500 rigs-
dalers out of thelr own pockets for the congtrucition of dormers,
As 2 result, the facade of the new warchouse, when completed in
September 1805, matched the customs house in appearance. . . .

. . . . . . e . . * - - . ) . . . . . . . . . . ) . . . . . -

. . . On April 29, 1823, when the Bullding Commission conducied
its annual inspection of puplic tuildings, the second story of the
customs house was found to be in such poor condition that it was
feared that it would fall down o a heavy storm, to say nothing of

. a hurricane. The commission recommended that the second story be
torn dovm and replaced bWy 2 masonry second story measuring 45 feet
by 30 feet by 12 feat, inclusive of a parapet arcund = flab brick
roof’, The existing masonry pillars of the arcade were %o bz wrched
over to bear the north wall of the new second story.

Tn view of the exgense invelved in the comission's proposal,
the colonial government submitted it to the home government for
approval. More than a year and a half elapsed bvefore the home govern-
ment replisd, end then it was o complain that the proposal waz not
clear enough and to reguest that detailed plans and esiimotes be sub-
mitted for approval. '

Building Inspector von Magens was ordered by the colonisl govern-
ment on July 13, 1825, to prepare three sets of plans and specifications
for the following: (1) a masonry second story on the cusioms house
as a residence for the customs treasurer and removal of the remainder
of the wooden second story on the warchouse, which was to be covered
with a flat roof; (2) a masunry second story on the cusioms house
and retention of the wooden second story of the warchouse; and (3) a
new wooden second story on the customs house and retention of the

wooden second siory of the warchouse.

Magens prepared the necessary plans and specifiications and sub-
T mitted them to the colonial governmenit on September 7, 1825, and,
,' - in turn, they were transmitied to the nome government on January 24,
1826, The latier approved the first of Magens' proposals, and =
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Governor General Peter von Scholten so informed Magens on December

14, 1827. The contract was subsequently awarded to Sustoms Treasurer
Tegtmann on March 19, 1828, for the sum of $5,62%.42 Danish est Indies
currency, mainly because Toestmann of fered to build the second story
about 10 feel longer than calied Tor in the plang and sstimates at no
axtra cosi Gto the government.

Like the 1823 proposal for the rebuilding of the second story,
Magens' plang provided for the erecilon of a brick masonry sccond
gtory measuring 45 feet by 30 feet by 12 feetl, inclusive of a parapet
around & flat brick roof iaid on pitech pine beams and lath., 7To per-
mit the erection of the north wall, the existing pillars of the arcade
were to be arched over. An exlorior brick stairway was to be erected
on the north side of the building to provide access to the second
story; and the sitairway was to be supported on lwo arches, have a 10-
foot-square platform at the top, and be provided with a masonry
railing.

Congtruction of the new second story and completion of the
other alterations called for was finished by February 1830. However,
the completed building differed in some important respects from von
Kagens' plang,

TFirat, the new second story was actually almost 60 feet long,
or 15 longer than proposed, which meant that some 17 feet of the
ground {loor walls of the warehouse erected in 1805 were incorporated
into the new two story customs house. This alleration in the plans
mist also have made it necesgary to ereci a magonry wall or pillarg
in the ground floor of ithe warehouse to support the west end wall of
the second story.

Secondly, because of the lengthening of the seccond story, the
exterior stairway and platform on the north gide of the building was
not wullt as proposed. Instead, the existing extension was bullid in
its present dimensions, and a brick siairway was erected to a door
in the east side of the extensilon.

Thirdly, the warehouse section was shoriesned and sgquared off at
its western end.

Fourthly, the number of windows and doors in the walls of %he
second story was changed.

No sooner had the new second story been build that the flat
brick roof began to leak, and it was found necessary to cover it w1th
an clastic compound.

+ + & & o« o+ = L Y . . . . s e . A & & m s L T N T T T SN R L

On August 31, 1840, the colonial government ordered. the- bu11d~ _
ing ingpecitor to prepare a plan for the conversion of the second story
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residence into customs offices, and the building jnspector’s recom-
mendaticns werce carried out by Architect Albert Lovmand heiween
November 1840 and May 1842. The exterior brick stairway on the east
gide of the exfension was iorn down and replaced by the exiating

brick stairway on the north gide of the puilding and cxtension.

Viooden gunshades wers =rected on the east, south, and west sides of
the building, and & wooden plecket fence was erected between the up-
right posts which supported the sunshades. The roof was repalred

and ceiling boards were removed in the sceond story so that roof leaks
couid be more readily detectad. Glass windows were installed in all
gecond floor windows which faced east and south. The new offices in
the second flooy were papered. A magonry partition was erectszd in

the ground {loor to creatlte an additlonal room. The one story remainder
of the warehouse attach=zd to the west end of the customs house was
torn down. A1l outbuildingg -- kitchen, servants' quariers, stc. --
were also torn down, since they were no longer necessary now that the
gecond story was to be used for officeg; and the brick walls and
wooden fenceg which had formerly enclosed the cusitoms house yard

were Gorn down. In virtually all essentials, therefore, the customs
house had emerged as the free-giunding, two story masonry building seen
today in Christiansted.

In 1843, the building was appraised at $3,840 Danish West Indies
currency.

As early as 1844, the flat brick roof was found to be leaking.
. . a * . - . a . & L] L] [ ] . L] . . L] - L] L] . . . - - - . . - - L] - -

The coniract for the new roof was awarded to Carpenier G. Meyer
on March 11, 1847, who completed the job by June 17. Subsequently,
Meyer algo vedecorated the interior of the second floor, which had
been damaged by incoming water,

The subsequent history of Lhe customs house is largely one of
routine maintenance and minor alterations. However, in 1902-03,
the filat brick roof was lsaking so badly that & corrugated metal
roof wag laid over it. Tihis alierasion made it necessary to raise
the height of the parapst several feet in order o concszal the new
roof,

USE

Throughout the history of the building, the ground floocr rooms
have been uzsed ag offices, residence, and storerooms by the Book-
keeper of the Danish West India and Guinea Jompany, the Customs Depart-
ment of the eolonial government {ingluding the dip's broker, the
treasurer, the inspsctor, and the postal service), the Bullding Inspec~
tor of the colonial government, various offices of the Virgin Islands
Government after 1917, and more recently by the St. Croix Musewm, Inc.,

for exhibit purposes.
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The sacond-story was used as a residence until 1841, at which
time it was converted into offices for the Customs Department. In
1878 the post office was moved from the first to the second floor,
where it occupiad most of the offices until 1926. In the following

year, the second floor waa converted to use as a public library.

Prepared by Osmund R. Overby, Architect
National Park Service
August 1965

PART II, ARCHITECTURAL INFORMATI
A. Genersl Statement

1. Architactural character: The construction and +the plan
are typical of many of the buildings in the ialand. The
heavy masonry walls with characteristic arcades, bands
and keystones are repeated here. The plan has & gallery
and arcadeg in front of the main rooms. Of note is the
treatment of the parapet wall, both old and recent sac-
tions, with broken banda at ascending levels over the
main door, second floor. The first floor contains 18th
century mesonry walls; the building, however, was
anlarged and considerably changed during the early 19th
cantury and in its preaant form has the architectural. char-
acter of the later period. It contains many of the
finiahes and details from the early 19th century rebuilding.

2. Condition of fabric: The general exterior condition of
the building ia fair. The masonry except for some flaking
of stucco is sound., The roof leaka and has caused some
deterioration along the rear interior wall. The floor
boarda are badly infested with termites and in naed of repair.

B. Description of Exterior

1. Over-all dimansions: Two stories; rectangle with gallary
and grand staircase--40' x 60' (plus grand staircasa).

2. Foundations: The foundation ia assumed to be of the
gsama meterial and construction as the walls.

3. Wall construction: The walls and piers are of masonry
rubble and brick, 1'-6" to 2'-0" thick. The system of
aupport from front to rear consista of the staircaae with
two arched paasageways, the forward three-bay arcada sup-
porting the second-floor gallary, the seven-bay mein arcade
supporting the front wall, the raar wall of the arcade
supporting the interior masonry wall on the second floor
and the rear and end walls. All the walls of the
main rectangle and forward gallery have a continuous

parapet wall, Eight feet out from the sidas and rear
wall are wooden columna every eight feet, two atories
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-~ high supporting a wooden and metal shed roof., A picked

fence gncloges the space betwsen tho postis,

Openings: The entire front elevation of the building
has corresponding openings on. the second flcor to the

even bays of ‘the arcade. On the remaining side there
s no regularity to the placement of openings.

e N2

a. Doors: On the first floor there sre three doors under
the gallery, The second floor hag ite maln door at
tne top of the grand stalrcase and a door-window
in ites rear wall. 411 doors have two-bly shutters,
with bthz main door (second ficor) having in addition
a two-wing paneled door, The door-window has a metal
grill in the lower half.

. Yiindows and shutbers. The windows on the second-floor
gallery are window-doors with exiterior shutters, weodsn
railings, and interior paneled shutiers over the boi-
tom third. The remsinder of the windows have their

8ill at the level of the cheir rail of the wainscoting.

On the first floor the windows are unglazed with the
exception of two casements in the rsar wall; one open-
ing is barrcd. On the sceond {loor, openings in the
east room have cusement windows, some in the gallery
arca have casement windows, as do thoses on The north
side of the west room.
Roof: The building has two relatively fiat roof systems.
The original one is beneath ihe prezenl one, being no
higher at its ridge than the level of the intermediate
band on the parupet. The present shzet-metoel roof is
higher, and ‘the paraped wall waz raised to its existing
level .when the second roof was added. The original roof
is brack on wooden sheathing on wooden purlins on 14"
beams, the underside of which can ve seoen on the second
floor. Both roofs were built with the ridge line across
the northern edge (front) of the main rectungular scetion,
The major part of the roof slopes to the Tewr, whero there
are six drains. The pitch of the roof is 1:7. The shed
roof on three gsides is sheet metal over a wooden frame.
(n the east side two gulbers lead o a single leader which
empties into the underground cistern to the cast of the
building.

Masonry bands and decoraticns: Two continuous horizontal
bands eirele the ouilding at the second-flcor level, and
follow the slope of the main stair on the exierior sides
of the brick stair rails., The arches ou the ground {loor
have capital bands at the epring point and projecting
plaster keystones connected to the lower of the two bands
mentioned above. A1l second-gtory window openings have
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a prejecting keystone Aycep% for the window on the norih-
east gide of the projeciing ouber seciion which has a
triangular pediment., 4 molded cornice divides the wall
arga from the paravet., The parapet wall has two hori-
zontal bands. The bays of the building are artlculated
by projeclting pilasters above the cornice. The central
pay of the parapet of the projecting center section is
glightly "stepped" up.

sgerintion of Interior

Floor plan; first floor: Behind the double arcade, the
floor is divided into four rooms, The second floor has
four rooms, one in the gallery area and three across
the remainder.

Stairways: The exterior grand staircase is flared with
stuccoed solid masonry balusitrades and brick steps. It
ranges from 22' wlde at the bottom to &' al the landing.
The balustrades are terminated by masonry drums supporiing
lanterns., an interior wooden gtairs is located against
the west end wall, At one time an exterior gtair led
down from the door-window in the rear wall.

Floors: The floorsz are all of wood; the landing to the
gtalrs is concrete over brick; the area under the arcads
is brick pavementi. :

Wall and ceiling {inish: The interior masonry walls are
plastered and have a wooden wainscoting on the second
fioor., The wooden walls are sheathing on exposed studs,
or plasterboard. The exterior walls are stuccoed and
painted yellow. A1l ceilings congist of exposed baams
and sheathing.

Openings: On lhe second floor there are three openings
in the wall between the front or gallery room and the
middle rear one: & window and ‘wo doorways with deep
molded frames. On the first floor all doors and doorways
have been heavily modified.

Trim: Interior trim congists of the molded window and
door frames, the wainscoting, and moldings around the
beaded ceiling beams.

Hardware: The hardware includes examples of wrought
iren and brass fixtures; bars, sliding bolis, hasps,’
hooks, strap hinges, HL hinges, brass door latches, .
circle pulls and spring locks. Of note is-a bar arrange-
ment for securing shutiers with metal straps fitted into
slots in the window frame.
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Lighting: The building iz wired for elsciricity. The
two lanterns flanking the staircase are wrought iron,
and wired; otherwise, the bullding has modern electrical
fixtures.

D. Site

1.

Orientation and general setiing: The Library faces north;
it is a recisngle with the middle three bays on the north
or front side brought feorward cne tay to form a gallery.
A large flared masonry stairwey leads down from the

second floor central door of this gallery. The Arcade
extends under the gallery and 1s one-vay deep along

the entire front side, forming a double arcade at the
central three bays. The building is situaled in the
center of the Chrisitlansted Maticonal Historic Site in
Hamilton Jackson Park, In front of it is the harbor

and parking lot, to the west is Hogpital Street, to

the south 1g the Park and to the east, Fort Christiansvaern.

Bnclosures: The wooden picket fence thai encircles the
building on three sides encloses a small area o the east
over ihe cistern.

Landscaping: On either side of the staircase there are
amall grassed plots with small palms,

Prepared by Frederik C. Gjessing, Architect
and
J. Michael Hverett, srchitect
National Park Serviecs
July 1960



